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T H E  S A I N T  JOHN 
C E L E B R A T I O N S  IN C I U T A D E L L A  
THE FEAST OF SAINT JOHN HAS BEEN CELEBRATED SINCE 
TIME IMMEMORIAL, EVOKING AN AGE OF KNIGHTS 
AND CHIVALRY, WHEN THE HORSES GALLOPING ACROSS 
THE SAND WERE AN EVERYDAY SIGHT. 
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O hroughout the lands of the Me- diterranean, stories are told that speak of fire and water. On 
St John's Eve, bonfires are lit on the 
beaches and the girls water the carna- 
tion beds with water from seven dif- 
ferent wells, so that they produce flowers 
of many colours. Tonight, no-one thinks 
of sleeping: the young believe that if 
they can stay awake until the sun comes 
up, they'll see it dance. In Ciutadella, 
since time immemorial, the feast of St 
John is  celebrated in a very special 
way. Until 1835, both in Ciutadella and 
in Maó, the university councillors, or 
former local authorities, the authorities 
and representatives of the guilds and 
the priest would ride on horseback to 
their respective shrines dedicated to St 
John to sing compline. Since 1835, the 
celebration has only been maintained in 
Ciutadella, where it represents the per- 
petuation of the memory of a society 
organised by ranks. 
A short melody played on the flabiol-a 
form of flute-, to the rhythm provided 
by a little drum, opens the way for the 
cavalcade's main representative, cho- 
sen from the families of the nobility. 
Each of the people taking part has a 
precise role which has to be acted out 
in honour of a time when the society 
was rigorously divided: "the gentleman 
representative", "Sa capellana" -the 
priest, strangely enough, in the fem- 
enine form-, "Sa somereta" -the donkey 
that bears the weight of the flabiol 
player-, "the artisans' representative", 
"the farmers' representative" and "the 
tradesmen's representative", who car- 
ries a red flag with the white cross of St 
John of Malta. Then come an indetermi- 
nate number of people on horseback, in 
a celebration whose origins are rural 
and in which more and more people 
now take part. This celebration, of no- 
bles and farmers, aristocratic and rural, 
with its ancestral significance, has gra- 
dually been transformed. 
Everyone joins in the preparations for 
the feast, repeating a ritual that is  the 
expression of a living culture. A few 
days before the event, a number of 
signs show that the town is  getting 
ready. The streets covered with sand 
from the beach are the prelude to the 
celebrations: where everything now is  
DOSSIER 1 
quiet the revelry will soon begin. Re- 
membering far off times, representa- 
tives from the different guilds and ranks 
that made up the island's social struc- 
ture will be present at the cavalcade, 
evoking an age of knights and chivalry, 
when the horses galloping across the 
sand were an everyday sight. 
Over the ages, the links between the 
celebrations and the ordinary people 
have gradually drawn closer. Now the 
festival could be described as a genui- 
nely popular explosion, especially the 
so-called caragols, when the music 
breaks out and the frenzied crowd 
make the horses rear up, running be- 
tween their legs as the horsemen control 
them with double reins amidst the 
uproar. What is  normally not possible 
without punishment or rebuke is allowed 
during the celebrations, or even be- 
comes an indispensable part of the ritual, 
becomes the norm, such as the con- 
sumption of alcohol. The potent mea- 
sures of gin, the characteristic alcoholic 
drink of the people of Menorca, and the 
shower of hazelnuts are also essential 
elements of the party. The festival is  an 
explosive reaction that brings together 
thousands of people, freed of repres- 
sions and extraordinarily alive. 
At dusk on St John's day the horse 
events at Es Pla are the centre of attrac- 
tion for the visitors. The jockeys ride 
and race. There are a number of . 
games, handed down through the ages: 
S'ensortilla consists in threading a 
wooden lance through a hanging ring 
at full gallop. In the Carotes, a rider 
carries a wooden coat-of-arms showing 
an enormous caricature of some country 
figure. A companion carrying a stone in 
his hand has to smash the coat-of-arms 
to pieces while both horses are gallop- 
ing wildly. Once the caricature has been 
broken, the riders let go of the reins 
and embrace and kiss on either cheek. 
On 23rd and 24th June Ciutadella be- 
comes a real collective madness that 
explains the local expression "Half the 
year we talk of last St John and half the 
year of the one to come". For this rea- 
son, everyone takes part in these cele- 
brations, with their carnivalesque sense 
of delirium. Even the women, once re- 
duced to looking on and being watched, 
courted and chased on horseback, are 
now fully integrated in the fun. 
Undoubtedly this festival, like any popu- 
lar celebration, has a cohesive role 
to play. The people of Ciutadella feel 
tied to a unique world that defines them 
and liberates them through their re- 
velry. This is the playful side of ceremo- 
nies that are repeated year after year, 
lived intensely by the townspeople and, 
for this very reason, subjected to cons- 
tant renovation. In the same way that a 
traditional song or story, after being 
repeated a thousand times, becomes a 
collective recreation, festivals are sha- 
ped by the people who live them and 
who are, in a way, their creators. Dur- 
ing the festival of St John, Ciutadella 
keeps up an old tradition and renews it 
at the same time, genuinely seeing it as 
a game for mankind. This is certainly the 
most beautiful offering Menorca can 
make, the intense challenge of celebra- 
tions as old as belief, and new because 
thoughts and wishes are present. 
